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A s class begins, I grin and direct the juniors and seniors to their assigned three-person peer response teams, and the students grin back. They know they're ready. A few scramble to print their necessary extra copies, but within five minutes, all groups are focused on the writing. It's an intense murmur: three person teams of students, sitting in tight formations, leaning forward, eyes on papers clutched in their hands as one person in each group reads his or her essay aloud while the others listen and read along. As the reader finishes, the other two people begin to write marginalia, and in some cases, the reader begins making notes as well. When the bell rings at the end of the fifty-minute class, the groups are wrapping up. The students, almost without exception were prepared, and all have been engaged and focused for the entire class period, proving to me, yet again, that peer response is a worthwhile process and time well spent in a crowded language arts curriculum. However, to get to this successful point, I have extensively investigated and revised the peer response process and, just as importantly, I asked the students to tell me if peer response sessions assist their revision process. Their positive comments and strong engagement provide the justification to continue the use of peer response.
Why investigate a strategy that is working?
I have long been an advocate of peer response sessions because the students' finished writing after peer response is of better quality than without it. Even the work of the excellent student writers is more polished. However, the sheer number of Common Core State Standards and the Michigan Educational Technology Standards to be addressed made me step back and take a hard look at what I was teaching and how classroom time was being utilized. Could I justify the amount and genres of literature I was assigning, the quantity and genres of writing, and the technology I was incorporating as time "best" spent in the classroom? Was there anything I needed to eliminate so that something more important could take its place? As I looked at each element of my curriculum and weighed its value, I decided to investigate my use of peer response as a tool to facilitate better student writing, in light of "best use of class time." I had previously used junior and senior two-person peer response teams, which caused response-day shuffling. Invariably, at least two students were unprepared and at least one student was absent. That meant last-minute switching of the two-person groups and usually an odd person left over. Some teams finished quickly, then distracted those still working, and some teams didn't finish within the short, fifty-minute time frame of a single class period. When I asked my students how they felt about peer response sessions, their responses were surprisingly candid and enlightening:
• From Micah (all students chose pseudonyms): wouldn't be tied in knots about reading to others."
After evaluating the students' mixed comments, I decided to re-teach the specifics of what the students decided they needed to focus on during peer response, and to explore team size in order to streamline the process so that more student groups finish. In addition, I think that Gwendolyn's comment is really important. Can I allow the students to choose their own groups in order to improve the students' overall experience?
What improvements could be made to the process? group-response editing" (para. 2). I decided to try her strategy of two students separately reviewing each draft using a clean copy on which to make their comments, before orally presenting their suggestions. Marchionda's rationale for two separate responses was that responders wouldn't be influenced by each other and would usually respond to different criteria in the writing. I assumed that of the two responses, at least one would offer viable suggestions for improvement. I knew from experience that written comments as well as oral comments were necessary. The written responses could be saved until later when the student revised his or her draft, and the oral responses were necessary to explain the written ones. I used a rotation system for response day, moving the unprepared students out of the rotation at the last minute, which again wasted valuable class time.
In other words, the rotation system took too much time.
Student teams worked at different speeds, and the process with two separate responses couldn't be completed in a fiftyminute period. Many students expressed frustration because either they felt that their writing didn't receive an adequate response or, because of waiting for the next rotation, some students didn't receive two responses. Romeo had a different perspective:
• From Romeo: "When I had to read the whole thing Looking back over my observation recordings, I see that the students did focus on Content/Ideas and Organization from the handouts. I also note that the give and take in the classroom is more relaxed than I expected. Thinking back to Gwendolyn's comment about the need to trust, I think I'm seeing that trust in action.
What do the experts say?
Overall, I believe that both the format of the three-person group size and the focus on Content/Ideas and Organization have honed the peer response tool to improve student writing. While some of the groups had members who were absent, all of the students present read their essays and received two written marginalia responses with oral back-up. I observe many of the students using their hand-outs to make comments. The following day, I ask the juniors and seniors to discuss their response to the previous day's session, and their comments fell into three broad categories.
Student comments about content
• From Eric: "I could see where I needed more examples. I thought I had enough, but when both guys said one part wasn't clear, I saw that I was expecting them to get it, but that an example would help." Jennings Dixon. I also distributed a South Dakota Department of Education publication, "Six Plus One-Trait Writing ONE PAGER." On the day before my next planned peer response session, we discussed the criteria in the hand-outs and students voted as a group to focus on Content/Ideas and Organization. They felt that these two areas, in general, needed the most work in their writing. They begin using the language of the hand-outs in the next day's response session, and I was again reminded that a combination of oral instruction (our discussion from the previous day) and written reminders (the hand-outs) creates the best reinforcement. In addition, for the next day's peer response session I decided to change to three-person response teams. Threeperson teams would help to address potential absenteeism. In addition, this size group fit the guidelines for the next writing assignment. The assignment required that the students read George Orwell's short story, "Shooting an Elephant," and choose a topic from a short list: Orwell's view of British Imperialism, Orwell's view of the Burmese, or Orwell's view of Death and Killing. By dividing the students into groups of three, each student would have a different topic. I observed and took notes during the session. My organization has gotten better, and I can think of more things to say."
• From Jo again: "I love being able to add 'voice' to my introductions and conclusions. I never was able to do that before, but my team encouraged me to write with more passion, and now, after we've done this [peer response sessions] several times, I'm really comfortable with adding 'me' to the essay. Now, writing a formal essay without any 'voice' seems boring."
and a student choice novel, both of which will incorporate inquiry based writing responses, to facilitate peer response sessions. I will continue to conference individually with students, but on a more limited basis as they become more comfortable with peer response, unless they ask me specifically for input. The three-person groups better allow for absenteeism and unpreparedness while giving each writer valuable input from his peers before teacher evaluation. By implementing a three-person team and best practice strategies, peer response has become a positive experience for us all.
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